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	Bulletproof Skin (2011)

Author's Note: This is a short Centon story I wrote in 2011. It was inspired by a documentary series about HIV-positive men who had joined gangs to avoid persecution. This story touches on a lot of hot-button issues like race, inter-racial coupling, cultural transference, mortality and discrimination. In previous posts, my readers often debated the issues throughout and it left them sharply divided. This remains the only story I've ever posted that was surrounded by controversy but remained a favorite for readers with one of the highest hits and review counts of all my stories. One of the debates with readers was that they believed this story reflected my own personal views and biases. It doesn't. I wrote it from a third-person perspective based on character studies of people I'd known or worked with. For those of you who may be curious, none of my stories reflect my own personal perceptions and opinions. I always write scenes from a third-person perspective (even in first-person POVs) in order to give readers the opportunity to decide for themselves how they will interpret the story beginning to end.

**1: Blissful**

I didn't know that much about him. Rumor around school was that he came from a gang district in Southern Cali, that his friends were all slaughtered by a rival gang and he was shot at but the bullet missed him and he somehow stayed alive long enough to get transferred.

Rockview High School was located on a suburb of Los Angeles. I, Randy Orton, was born and raised in the area and lived privileged alongside my lifelong friends. Most of the kids that went to my school were rich white misfits who only got into trouble to upset their parents. We were wannabes, but we thought we were the shit. That is, until_ he_ transferred to our school.

He was a white kid, too, but he was a white kid who saw the_ black_ side of life and chose our world, instead. We took our world for granted, thinking that the life that he came from was much more interesting than anything we had. He was like a lost soul on our turf, wandering aimlessly like he was a fallen angel; lost his way. His ice blue eyes burned into my skull when I stared at him. He never looked at me, even when I thought he knew I was staring at him. He had probably heard all the rumors. He knew our school saw him as an outsider, but he never said a word in protest. Not a damn word.

I didn't like him at first. His name was John Cena and he belonged to a foster home in an apartment complex that was known for being raided regularly by the police. If he were involved in gangs where he used to live like the rumors said, he probably knew how to handle a gun and couldn't be trusted. He was assigned the locker next to mine. I used to glance over his shoulder whenever he opened it to make sure he hadn't stolen anything. Most kids lifted coffee packets from the teacher's lounge or the stapler from the front office, but he never took a thing. Not a damn thing.

The more I watched him, the less I understood about him. He hardly talked at all. He wasn't mute, because I heard him say a few choice words to Mike, whom we called "Miz." Mike was on the football team with me, and we had known each other most of our lives. When Cena came along, Mike heard a rumor that Cena had played some football where he used to live, but when Mike made the offer for Cena to play and Cena turned it down, things got heated. Mike only taunted Cena because he wanted to see what Cena could do. Instead of pounding him or trying to shoot at him or all other forms of high school retaliation, Cena just acted like Miz was nothing more to him than dried up shit.

I thought Cena was a punk, but I sat next to him in our English/Music combo class. Budget cuts made our school combine similar classes, and most of our homework in English was about musical research. I discovered early on that Cena was really good at music, and he aced almost all of his assignments. I couldn't tell why he was so well educated, yet he acted like some ghetto kid with no real goals in life.

Since he was a guy and guys have needs, I was curious about his sexual exploits. The rumor was that he had tried everything, but I wanted to see for myself what he was into. His locker and his backpack gave me no hints. No Playboys stashed away, no condoms "accidentally" falling out of his locker, and no chicks coming by to flirt with him. He didn't grab any asses, he didn't get asked out on any dates, and I didn't once catch him eying a babe. Either he was completely shut off and only catered to himself, or he were a closet gay.

I didn't have issues with gay guys. I was bisexual myself. I spent a lot of time with the ladies, but I got off best experimenting with same-sex games played at weekend parties. I never saw Cena at any of the parties, which made it even harder to know what he was into. I wondered if he were dating someone older or someone from another school, maybe in it long distance with someone from his former place, but he never made any mention of a significant other. In fact, he acted like it repulsed him to be touched by others. He wore a thick jacket in Los Angeles weather and the most I ever saw of his skin was his buff, shirtless upper body when he dressed out after gym class. Even then, he only took his shirt off and used the showers with stalls so no one saw him naked. He had some tricked out scar tissue on his back and stomach, and I wondered if maybe he were hiding worse scars behind his jeans, like abuse or some S&M shit.

He didn't make a whole lot of sense to me. Maybe that's why I was so curious about him. I wanted to talk to him, but I was a football player and he was a thug, not to mention the fact that he didn't seem to have the slightest interest in talking to me.

"Mr. Orton?" a voice took me out of my thoughts.

I looked up and saw Mr. Foley staring at me. We were in English/Music class and I had been staring at Cena for the last half hour to keep from falling asleep. Foley was notorious for asking random questions and his silence told me he had popped one in hopes that I would answer.

"Uh...Shakespeare's Macbeth?" I said the first thing that came to mind.

I felt my cheeks flush as I waited for everyone to start laughing at me for not fucking listening. Foley let out a sudden gasp of joy and stated, "I'm so glad you mentioned that! Macbeth is one of my favorite works!"

Foley kept talking as he wandered back to the front of class. Riley, one of my best friends and the quarterback for our team, nodded at me from his seat to the left and asked quietly, "Did you even hear the question?"

I shrugged and he snorted laughter. I glanced over at Cena, but he was watching Foley and didn't show any sign that he had noticed I was staring at him for most of class. I figured he was smart enough to know I was looking at him, but he probably thought it was just gawking and he was taking the high road by totally ignoring me.

"Ass," I whispered out loud.

I meant it to myself for staring, but Cena suddenly turned to face me and his eyes locked intently with mine, like he had assumed that the curse was meant for him.

I shook my head and opened my mouth to tell him I wasn't talking to him, but I suddenly lost my train of thought and I was just stuck there, staring stupidly at him because I didn't know what the fuck to say.

"Mr. Orton? Do you care to explain further?" Mr. Foley said from the front of class.

He sounded like he had somehow heard what I said, and I turned to face Mr. Foley with a guilt-ridden expression as I blurted, "I didn't mean it. I was talking about someone else."

Mr. Foley nodded and replied, "Right...so Macbeth isn't your favorite?"

I was totally confused. I glanced around and realized everyone was staring at me. It took me a few long seconds to realize that Foley had asked me another question and I was again too busy staring at Cena to notice.

"Um...no, I mean...it's like, my second favorite. I like that story about the...the rabbit that gets stuck in the briar patch..." I tried to stall.

"Brer Rabbit?" Mr. Foley asked curiously.

"Uh...yeah," I shrugged.

Foley nodded but I could tell he thought my answer was shit. He reminded me and the rest of the class, "I believe the rabbit was only pretending to be stuck in the patch, to fool the fox who was tormenting him."

"Yeah, I know. I just liked that he pulled such a good con on the fox. He was a smart rabbit," I surmised.

The bell suddenly rang and I thanked God I could get out of there. I was almost out the door when Foley handed me last Friday's assignment and said, "Good job, Mr. Orton."

"Thanks," I tucked the paper in my pocket.

Cena came up behind me and Foley handed him his own graded assignment. I glanced at it sideways and noticed Cena had written a series of lyrics and gotten an A+ for his work. He followed quietly behind me as we made our way through the crowd to get to our lockers. The L.A. Schools were made on the outside with open hallways, but there were still too many fucking kids to push through. We were almost there when I saw Miz walk past me, flanked by our teammates R-Truth, Mark Henry and Riley.

Miz grabbed the lyrics out of Cena's hand and asked tauntingly, "What's this, J-Bitch?"

Cena just stared at him. Miz pulled a lighter out of his pocket and set up the pages to be flamed. Without thinking, I grabbed the pages out of Miz's hand and shoved him to the ground. He stared at me wide eyed and I yelled, "What the fuck are you doing?"

"We're just messin' around," R-Truth defended Miz.

"Yeah! Whaddafuck, Orton?" Henry added.

Riley gave me a curious look as well. I tried to save face, yelling at Miz, "If you set fire to shit and get another detention or suspension, you're off the fucking team! We have a game on Friday night and I don't want you missing it, numb nuts!"

The other guys quieted down as soon as I finished. We all knew that Miz was always getting into trouble and he was on his last warning. We were also going up against one of our biggest rivals on Friday, and nobody who was anybody wanted to miss that game.

I reached down to help Miz up. He argued with me, saying, "It's not like Goldberg is around!"

Goldberg was the gym teacher slash hall monitor slash pain in our asses. He was one massive dude with an even bigger chip on his shoulder after Mr. Hart took over as our coach. Goldberg found so much pleasure in punishing us for anything he could find, I swore he got hard and jacked off about it, later.

As if Goldberg knew we were talking about him, he came from around the corner and shouted instantly, "What the hell is going on, here?"

I folded up Cena's lyrics in my hand. Goldberg reached for them, so I shoved the lyrics into the front of my pants to keep him away. Miz busted out laughing and Goldberg glared at him, then noticed the lighter on the ground. He picked it up and shoved it in my face, asking acidly, "Is this yours, Mr. Orton?"

I scoffed. He stared at me relentlessly, so I lifted the front of my shirt to expose my perfectly buffed chest and stated arrogantly, "Does it look like I smoke?"

Riley started laughing along with Miz. Goldberg pocketed the lighter and took me by the arm as he ordered, "To the office! Now!"

:-:

* * *

><p>I wasn't worried about going to the office, I just made Goldberg think that so he'd let me wait alone by the front desk until Principal McMahon showed up. As soon as Goldberg was gone, I turned on the charm for the student clerk, Miss Eve Torres.<p>

"Hey there, sexy thing," I gave her the hottest smile I could muster.

She blushed and told me with a wave of her hand, "Go away, Randy! You're going to get me into trouble."

"Me? Trouble you? I would never!" I argued.

She laughed and asked curiously, "What's up?"

I casually glanced around to make sure we were alone before I leaned in close and whispered, "I need you to look up an address for me."

"What? I could lose my student privileges!" Eve hissed.

I gave her a super frown-face and replied desperately, "I just need John Cena's apartment number so I can give him back something he dropped! Please, Evie? Plleeeeaaaaseee!"

She sternly put her hands on her hips and glared at me, so I put my lips within inches of hers and whispered, "Mike's having a party this Saturday. If you do this for me...I'll take you up to his parent's room and go down on you in their sweet thousand dollar bed."

Sexual favors didn't always work as easily with girls, but I really needed that apartment number. Eve blushed again and rolled her eyes, scolding me, "You shouldn't talk to me like that. I'm not some bimbo who just goes around giving people stuff for a good tongue-job."

I quickly shook my head and told her, "I don't think of you like that. I just wanna do something special for you for helping me out."

She hesitated, so I gave her my signature puppy-got-ran-over expression and she relented, "Alright, alright, I'll have the number by the time you get out of the office."

"I love you," I smiled at her.

Eve scoffed and replied sarcastically, "I'll be sure to draw your name on my notebook with a heart around it during next hour."

:-:

* * *

><p>I was lucky Principal McMahon was a sports fanatic.<p>

He gave me trash duty after the game on Friday, but at least I wouldn't be stuck in detention staring at the leaks in the ceiling while that CM Punk Super-Freak shot paper clips at me. Asshole.

Eve whispered the number to me as I walked out so Principal McMahon didn't notice. I nodded a thank you to her and said smoothly, "See you Saturday night."

Principal McMahon thought our little flirtation was a sign we were dating and stated awkwardly, "You kids be safe! The nurse can show you what to do if you have questions."

I considered the offer. Our school nurse was hot, but I had more important things on my mind.

John Cena's apartment complex was only a few minutes from school. I parked on the street and waited a few minutes before I got the courage to walk up to the building. I felt totally out of my element-a tall, white jock with a Letter jacket and two hundred dollar Nike shoes climbing the steps of a complex designed in the 1920's that looked like it was used for the filming of the first Candyman movie. I could hear vicious dogs barking from the other side of some of the doors. Others had odd smells coming from them. I could hear televisions blaring full blast, people yelling at their spouses and children, and some had primal noises coming from them that weren't clear if they were having sex or killing each other...or both.

I knocked on door 225. An old Southern fart opened the door and stared at me with soft eyes as he asked calmly, "Yes, son?"

"Is John Cena here?" I asked curiously.

He nodded and opened the door to let me inside, saying politely, "I'm Dustin Rhodes, his foster father. My wife, Sable, she's in the kitchen taking care of the baby."

I took a quick glance around. The living room, kitchen and hallway were separated by only one wall and the whole area was about as big as my bedroom. There were two small Hispanic boys sitting on the living room couch immersed with a TV that looked older than I was. Dustin took a seat on a vintage recliner that blew dust when he cranked up the footrest. The place was tidy enough for a surprise social services visit, but the decay was still obvious.

I saw a woman with frizzy blond hair in the kitchen. She was supporting a baby girl on her hip while she stirred a pot on the stove. I went around to greet the woman and said, "Hello, ma'am. My name is Randy Orton."

She gave me a tired smile and replied, "I'm Sable. It's nice to meet you. You one of John's friends?"

"Yes, ma'am," I nodded.

She craned her neck and shouted at the hallway, "Alicia! Someone's here to see John!"

Sable looked back at me and added, "Alicia will take you right back to him. Make sure you listen to her, though. Alicia is very attached to John."

I wasn't quite sure what that meant, but I nodded anyway. A dark skinned teenage girl with a mass of curly dark hair came trotting out from the hallway and I assumed she was Alicia. I grinned at her, but she gave me a once-over and put her hands on her hips, stating darkly, "Watch you want wit' John?"

My face fell as I realized my uncanny charm proved useless against this woman. How could that be?

"Let him talk to his friend, Alicia," Sable ordered from the kitchen.

Alicia gave me another quick scan before stated brashly, "Fine."

She turned on her heel and trotted back into the hallway. I followed her as she led me through what seemed like a maze of inter-connected apartments that had been remodeled, albeit in a sloppy way, to resemble a series of bedrooms. After a couple of sharp turns, I became dizzy from the waves of chipping blue paint that surrounded me. Alicia finally stopped at the end of the second hall and knocked on the last door, saying loudly through it, "John? I'm coming in!"

He didn't respond, but she still opened the door and stepped inside. I started to walk in as well, but Alicia shoved me back out into the hallway and shouted, "Don't you come in here unless I tell you to!"

"Alright, alright," I put my hands up in defeat.

She glared at me as she backed into the room and slammed the door in my face. I could hear her talking in low tones with John for a minute, then the door slowly opened again and Alicia told me cautiously, "You can come on in, now."

I slowly stepped past her into the room. It was the same faded blue as the hallways, but most of the walls were covered in amazing drawings of professional wrestlers, both past and present. I recognized them because I was a fan of wrestling myself, although I rarely talked to anyone about it because it always came down to if I thought it were real or not, and no matter what I answered, people still thought it was shit.

John was sitting on his bed and watching a small TV he had propped up on school books. I spotted a familiar face in one of the drawings and mentioned to him, "Andre the Giant. I wish I could've seen his matches."

"They have him on DVD, you know," John remarked dryly.

I could tell he was testing me to see if I were a true fan or just playing on his affections. I replied easily, "DVD isn't like the real thing. The first Wrestlemania would've been something to see."

"Who's your favorite now?" he asked, testing me further.

I answered with a shrug, "I would say Kane, just because of his brute force, but I've always wondered what it would be like to get in the ring with Chris Jericho. He seems like he'd be funny and easy going while massively kicking your ass."

John laughed out loud and I was caught by surprise. It was the first time I ever heard him laugh.

Alicia loudly cleared her throat to notify us that she was still in the room. John quieted down and I pulled his assignment out of my jacket pocket as I explained, "I came here to give this back to you. Sorry Miz took it."

"Has he always been a dick?" John asked me curiously.

Now he was testing my loyalties to see if I would answer him honestly or as a biased jock. I replied honestly, "He used to act totally normal, but everyone thought he was boring, so he starting acting like a total dick in middle school and he still gets away with it because we find it more entertaining than his normal self."

John chuckled. I liked it when he looked happy.

I started to hand John his papers, but Alicia stepped in my path. She started smacking me violently and yelling, "Don't you get near him!"

I put my arms up to block her and Alicia took the opportunity to give me a swift kick in the pants. My balls practically exploded and I fell to my knees in pain. John argued with Alicia, "What did you do that, for?"

"He thinks he can do whatever he wants? No! He asks me before he goes near you!" Alicia stated.

I tried to ignore my overwhelming crotch pain to analyze the situation. Sable was right about Alicia's attachment to John, but it didn't feel to me like a romantic thing. It was more like Alicia was shielding John from me, but the reason why wasn't clear yet.

John sighed at Alicia and asked softly, "Would you go out and wait in the hall? I'll be fine."

She stayed where she was, so he gave her a hard stare and she finally turned to leave, spitting at me on her way out. I noticed she held onto the knob as she slammed the door so it would bounce back and stay open a little. I slowly came back to my feet and whispered, "She's a lot tougher than I expected."

John nodded and remarked knowingly, "She's always been like that."

"Are you two friends?" I asked casually, trying not to sound like I was prying.

John looked away as his memory cast a flash of pain across his face. He answered solemnly, "She was the kid sister of my best friend. I was lucky to keep her with me when we were put into foster care."

I didn't dare point out that he referred to his best friend in the past-tense, as well as the fact that Alicia would've had to have lost her family or been taken away from them to end up in foster care.

I clutched John's assignment in my hand and came over to sit at the side of his bed. For the first time since I had walked in, he became tense and shifted away from me. I didn't know whether to feel offended or confused as I put the papers down on his black comforter and said, "Um...I read your assignment while I was in the office. I hope you don't mind."

He was still tense as he asked quietly, "What did you think about it?"

I answered honestly, "It was really good. I like the part in your lyrics about the tattooed wings. I was thinking about getting tattooed arm sleeves someday, ones that have angel wings so when I open my arms, it'll look like I'm spreading the wings."

"Sounds cool," John half-smiled.

"Yeah, but your lyrics describe it better than I do," I mentioned.

He glanced at his assignment and mentioned, "Didn't you put that down your pants when Goldberg came along?"

I shrugged and replied sheepishly, "I promise, I didn't get it dirty."

He smiled and I added, "The only reason I did that was so Goldberg wouldn't take it. He usually tosses whatever he confiscates from kids."

John was quiet and I wasn't sure what else to say to him. To avoid the dreaded awkward pause, I blurted, "You going to the game on Friday?"

He shook his head and remarked, "I don't have any money."

I quickly replied, "You don't need any as long as you're a student."

John still shook his head as he pointed out, "I don't have anyone to go for."

Without thinking, I told him, "I'd like it if you came and watched me play."

He stared at me and I swallowed in a vain attempt to take back my words. When John didn't respond for a few seconds, I made the move to explain, "Look, I like you, and I want to get to know you better. If you just wanna be friends, it's cool, but if you wanna be..."

"I'm HIV positive," he said suddenly.

My brain struggled to process his words. I had seen movies like Philadelphia and The Cure. I knew that HIV was something you could get from sex, but it could also be from dirty needles, bad blood transfusions, and other crazy shit. I didn't want to look like I was judging, but my silence made John think that I was.

"You're not going to get it from sitting next to me in class, if that's what you're wondering," he stated.

"I know that, I know that. I wasn't thinking of it that way, I was just..." I tried to recover.

"You want to know how I got it," John said.

I felt like I was an interrogator sent to torture a man who had already suffered long enough. I looked away as my face turned red with embarrassment. I replied quietly, "You don't have to tell me."

"I'm gay. I've known it all my life. My best friend, he was my boyfriend, and he gave it to me," John told me.

"Why would he do that to you?" I asked angrily.

John shook his head and explained, "It wasn't like that. He didn't know he had it when he infected me. That's not how he died, though. He was gunned down by rival gang members, but I'm sure you already know that part of the story because of the rumors at school."

"I'm sorry," was all I could think to say.

John didn't respond and I added, "I'm sorry that your boyfriend was killed. I know what HIV is and I'm not freaked out about how you got it or that you have it. I won't tell anyone at school if you don't want me to."

He blinked with moderate surprise. This time, I felt like I had been given a test that he had already decided I wouldn't pass, but I had chosen my own answer instead of the ones created by society.

"I doubt it will stay a secret for long, but I do appreciate you not passing it on," John said softly.

I nodded and got up to leave. Before I reached the door, I turned back to him and asked, "So are you still coming to the game on Friday?"

Again, he was surprised by me. He asked in shock, "You still want me to go?"

"Yeah. I told you that I like you and I want to get to know you better," I said.

He looked away and stated almost to himself, "Just friends, though, right?"

"...or something more, like I said," I added.

John was speechless. I left the room and bypassed Alicia's claws...I mean uh...hands...as she tried to escort me out. She walked outside with me and asked, "Are you seriously keepin' John's secret quiet?"

I answered wisely, "I don't see why anyone needs to know."

Alicia gazed at me for a few seconds in silence, then she said thickly, "Thank you. He's been through a lot. He don't need more bullshit."

"I promise, my intentions are good," I told her.

She took a deep breath in and replied like she wasn't yet ready to trust me, "We'll see."


End file.
